A review of taurodontism with new data on indigenous southern African populations.
The prevalence and degree of taurodontism (enlargement of the pulp cavity) in the mandibular permanent molars of two recent population samples from southern Africa were investigated quantitatively from lateral radiographs. The degree of occlusal wear was scored and two measures of relative pulp cavity size were recorded for each tooth. There was a significant association between increased attrition and a reduction in the size of the pulp cavity when all of the teeth were considered together, but no correlation among individual molar types within each sample. In both the Zulu (n=68 individuals) and Khoisan (n=28 individuals) samples, third molars had the highest prevalence of taurodontism and first molars the lowest. The data for Zulus are similar to those recorded for other modern populations (e.g. white and black Americans, and Israelis), whereas the Khoisan data exhibit significantly higher frequencies. An increased appreciation of the distribution of this variant in modern human populations would contribute to an understanding of its possible evolutionary significance in the human fossil record.